Lecture 29: The Indian Reaction to the Invasions and the Invasions’ Results

Introduction
Indians were understandably shocked when they discovered the presence of the Europeans, white-skinned men with hair on their faces who brought with them the largest animal Indians had ever seen. Indeed the cavalryman and his horse seemed to be only one creature. Just as the Europeans turned to the Bible to explain the presence of the Indians, the Indians tried to explain the Europeans presence in religious terms. The Europeans were often believed to be gods who had come to rule over the Indians’ kingdoms or rescue them from their enemies. Even when the Europeans’ cruelty and their desire for gold convinced the Indians that Europeans were mortals, the Indians often viewed their coming as the end of their present world--a religious interpretation.
Although the Europeans were not gods, their coming did signal the end of the civilizations of the New World. By the time the Indians understood the Europeans’ motives and did try to resist, they were too late. The Europeans had already gained a foothold from which they would continuously expand their control, using Indian to fight Indian and playing out Old World rivalries and conflicts on New World soil. The invaders’ defeat of Indian forces who outnumbered them by thousands seems incredible until the Europeans’ weapons are considered. The Europeans also used their mere presence and their horses to surprise and frighten the Indians. They played on divisions between tribes, the Indians’ hospitality, and Indian acceptance of European technology. Disease was the most effective weapon of the conquest; it decimated many Indian populations even before the invaders reached the area.
The fighting, diseases, and violence that accompanied the invasion resulted in the drastic reduction of Indian populations. Some Indian peoples ceased to exist. Others were reduced by more than ninety percent. With death rates climbing, some Indian groups were thrown into cultural depression and fatalism, causing birth rates to fall. The trauma of the Indians’ defeat is still felt by some Indian peoples today.
Lecture 29: The Indian Reaction to the Invasions and the Invasions’ Results
I.
The Indian Interpretation of the Conquest (Wachtel, pp. 14-28; Von Hagen, pp. 162-65) 

A.
Prophecies and Portents: Just as Europeans saw the world through the eyes of 

Christianity, the Indians used their own religions to explain unusual events. 

Although some of these events were said to foretell an invasion, these 

explanations were by no means universally accepted.
1.
The Aztecs were a fatalistic people who constantly expected the collapse 


of their world. Their stories told of the sequential destruction and 


recreation of the world. Every fifty-two years they prayed in anticipation of 


the destruction of their world. Human sacrifice was an attempt to feed the 


sun in order to maintain their existence through another cycle. Mexico 


consequently produced the most numerous portents of destruction. 

a.
Moctezuma was obsessed with prophetic fatalism. His attitudes 


overrode the doubts of many Aztecs who were unwilling to accept 


the expectation of doom.
b.
A series of eight portents over a ten-year period seemed to warn the 


Aztecs of impending disaster. These portents included a column of 


fire in the eastern sky, a fire in the temple of Huitzilopochtli, the 


destruction of the temple of Xuihtecuhtli by lightning, comets in 


broad daylight, a storm that flooded Tenochtitlan, a woman heard 


crying of doom in the dark, and the birth of two-headed monsters.
c.
The most terrifying omen was a strange bird with a mirror in its 


head which was found near Lake Mexico. In it Moctezuma saw “a 


procession hurrying towards him, many men of imposing 


appearance mounted on a species of stag, jostling and fighting with 


each other” (Miguel Leon-Portilla, Vision de los vencidios, 


Mexico, 1959, French edition, Le Crepuseule des Azteques, Paris, 


1965, pp. 40-41, as cited in Wachtel, p. 14).
2.
The Mayas linked their vision of the impending overthrow of their world 

to their cyclical calendar. The Chilam Balatn told that in the 13th Ahau of 

the Katun all would be changed at a stroke and a new religion proclaiming 

one god would arise.
3.
Among the Incas both prophecies and portents foretold revolutionary 

change.
a.
The eighth Inca, Viracocha, had predicted that strange men would 


invade and destroy the empire during the reign of the twelfth Inca. 

b.
The portents included earthquakes, tidal waves, comets, the death 


of condors, and a triple halo around the moon which included one 


halo the color of blood. All occurred during the reign of Huayna 


Capac, the eleventh Inca.
B.
The Aztec Interpretation of the Conquest
1.
Quetzalcoatl had prophesied his return in a One Reed year such as 1519, 


the year Cortes appeared on the coast. Initially many Aztecs, notably 


Moctezuma, accepted Cortes and his followers as fulfillment of the 


Quetzalcoatl prophesy.
a.
Moctezuma sent the jeweled vestments of Quetzalcoatl as gifts to 


the invaders and seemed terror struck when he heard descriptions 


of their horses, large dogs, and cannon.
b.
Ills sorcerers and other encouraged him to believe that he was 


powerless against the newcomers and to welcome them.
c.
Despite the skepticism of some advisors, Moctezuma received 


Cortes’ s entourage as gods. His greeting was propiatory: “Lord.. 


at last thou hast come to thy city: Mexico. Thou hast come to take 


thy place upon thy throne, beneath the royal canopy...” (Miguel 


Leon-Portilla, Vision de los vencidios, Mexico, 1959, French 


edition, Le Crepuscule des Aztegues, Paris, 1965, pp. 112-13, as 


cited in Wachtel, p. 19).
2.
Meanwhile, the other peoples of central Mexico expressed a variety of 

attitudes toward the invaders, some accepting them as allies and others 

viewing them as threats to their society or mere barbarians.
3.
The Spaniards’ actions, especially those that showed their greed for gold 

and their massacre of Aztec lords during the celebration of Toxcatl, soon 

convinced most Aztecs that they confronted mortal enemies. They revolted 

against their king and his new, overbearing allies, but their revolt came too 

late. The prophecies of doom, if not those of returning gods, were fulfilled. 

C.
The Mayan Interpretation of the Conquest
1.
The quickly conquered Quiches and Cakchiquels at first accepted the 


thesis of Spanish divinity. Perhaps more importantly, they,like many 


others, saw the Spaniards as worthy allies in their internal wars.
2.
The Mayas of Yucatan, who had a long period of time to become 


acquainted with the Spaniards, viewed them as mere foreigners.
3.
To the Mayas the conquest was less a matter of conquering gods than a 


literal manifestation of their cyclical concept of time:
11th Ahau, first foundation of the earth by the white men...
The 11th Ahau is the beginning of the count of the Katuns...
Alas! it will be our twilight when they arrive... Menacing is the sight of the 
face of their god. The whole of his teaching, the whole of his words say: ‘You will die!’ (Chilam Balam de Chumayel, edited and translated by B. Peret, Paris, 1955, pp. 190-91, as cited in Wachtel, p. 28). 

D.
The Incan Interpretation of the Conquest
1.
Followers of Huascar, Atahualpa’s rival and brother, saw Pizarro and his 


followers as deliverers from defeat. They described the Spaniards as 


viracochas, sons of their civilizing god. Gradually, however, Spanish greed 


and cruelty convinced them that the Spaniards were not gods.
2.
Atahualpa never considered the invaders to be gods. If anything, given the 


internal struggles in the Inca Empire, he considered the arrival of a small 


group of Spaniards on the coast as either unimportant or only a minor 


threat. He thus erred by underestimating the Spaniards.
3.
For the Incas the catastrophe of conquest centered on the death of 


Atahualpa, the son of the sun. As a god, the Inca personified order in the 


universe. Like the Aztecs the Incas were subjected to a brutal 


psychological shock as well as a physical loss.
E.
Other Indians’ Interpretations of the Conquest 

1.
Most Indians were naturally astonished at the arrival of a wholly new 


people. In case after case, this element of surprise allowed the Europeans 


to win an advantage over the Indians before they were ready to resist. 


Surprise, however, was not always a decisive factor in the conquest.
a.
Although there are many examples outside of the great empires of 


the Indians’ mythical or religious interpretation of the Europeans’ 


arrival, the illusion that the invaders were gods or representatives 


of supernatural forces died quickly when they exhibited the very 


human qualities of greed, arrogance, and brutality. 

b.
Among the many tribal peoples of the Americas, political and 


social control was too widely based and too limited to allow the 


outwitting of a ruler such as Moctezuma to decide the fate of more 


than a handful of people. 

2.
Most Indians greeted the invasion with open-armed hospitality. Many had 

peaceful life-styles and little experience with warfare, but even the equally 

great number who frequently warred with each other overwhelmingly 

received the Europeans in peaceful friendship. Only after the invaders had 

established a foothold in the Indians’ lands and had begun their arrogant 

abuse of the natives did resistance gain any momentum.
3.
Tribal peoples were especially receptive to European technology and 

livestock; metal tools, gunpowder, and domestic animals were welcome 

additions to agricultural and hunting-gathering economies. Because trade 

played a key role in native societies, the people readily accepted a new 

opportunity for commerce.
4.
Although the Indians’ religions could not explain the existence of the 

Europeans as mortals, the Indians did try to use spiritual explanations to 

account for the violent and catastrophic nature of the conquest. 

a.
Many Indians, seeing their harmonic relationship with nature 


severed by widespread disease and new technology, believed that 


the natural world had turned on them.
b.
Other interpreted the conquest as a nadir in their history from 


which their culture would be reborn. They believed that their 


culture would be reborn into a new progression or cycle because 


their origin stories told them this had happened before. One 


product of these attitudes was a widespread messianism as 


evidenced by revitalization or nativistic movements throughout 


both continents.
5.
Widespread suicide and infanticide and a significant drop in Indian 


birth rates are striking evidence that the Indians resistance to the 


invasion acquired a tragically personal and psychological 


dimension.

II.
Causes of Indian Defeat (Wachtel, pp. 24-32)


A.
Religious: Images of European divinity gave the invaders a foothold in 

various areas of the Americas, but these images faded fast under the 

pressures of conquest. The belief in European divinity was not a crucial 

factor in the final victories.

B.
Psychological



1.
Encountering the Europeans shocked and surprised the Indians, 


giving the Europeans time to gain information about the Indians, 


make alliances, and formulate plans. This advantage was also a 


temporary one.



2.
The Indians received a secondary shock when the intent of the 


Europeans was revealed and when they began to feel the impact of 


the invasions. 





a.
In the highly centralized Indian states, the defeat and death 



of rulers meant that the focus of Indian life was gone. 



Complete political reorientation and retrenchment were 



necessary before the Indians could launch effective 



resistance. The invaders, particularly the Spanish, were able 



to expand their control through the existing ruling class, 



gaining an advantage from the centralization of leadership. 



Subject peoples whose loyalty to the central state was weak 



were sometimes able to resist the invaders.




b.
Disease, violence, and forced labor were psychologically 



debilitating. Nevertheless, the brutality of the conquest had 



different results among different peoples. While some 



peoples were thrown into cultural depression and fatalism 



bordering on mass psychosis, others gained more resolve to 



resist.

C.
Technological



1.
Horses and metal weaponry gave the Europeans a decided 


advantage in an equal contest. Once the shock value of the firearms 


and the horse wore off, however, the invaders had only a slight 


advantage over the Indians.




a.
Most Indians were particularly fearful of the cavalryman 



and his horse, who seemed to be but one creature. 





b.
In the heavily populated and well-organized Indian 



societies, the Indians were able to reduce the invaders’ 



advantage by fielding large armies.



c.
In areas where Indian society was incapable of putting large
              armies into battle, technology continued to favor the 
              Europeans. This advantage was eventually mitigated by  
              guerrilla warfare and gradual Indian adoption of the new 
              technology.
2.
In many parts of the Americas, technology was more of an 
economic edge than a military one. Indian interest in the invaders’ goods provided a method for gradually making the Indians dependent on Europeans. The changes in Indian economic life induced by the new tools worked in the Europeans’ favor.
D.
Political: Throughout the Americas preexisting tribal and national rivalries and 
warfare consistently worked against the Indians.
1.
The Spaniards exploited the deep divisions in the Aztec Empire by 
recruiting allies from the dissatisfied factions. Thus, Indian armies defeated Indian armies, but the Spaniards ended up in control. Europeans followed this policy throughout the Americas. In the end, both the Indian allies and opponents of the invaders were reduced to the same bondage.
2.
When the French and English fought during the French and Indian War, both sides recruited Indian allies. Thus, while Indians were devoting their energies to defeating other Indians, they succeeded only in replacing one oppressor with another and in reducing Indian populations in general. Indians were involved in many European rivalries and wars, but they never won anything significant.

E.
Military: Many Indians held a ritualistic concept of war. Although the ultimate goal of war was political domination territorial expansion, or revenge, Indians more often sought captives or prestige rather than elimination of their enemies. For example, the Aztecs desired captives for sacrifice, the Tupinumbas victims for cannibalism, and the Caribs wives. Indians considered Europeans’ tactics disgraceful despite their effectiveness.
F.
Pathological: Disease was probably the most important factor in the European victory. When the invaders unintentionally introduced such diseases as smallpox and influenza into the isolated world of the Indians, they introduced a weapon far superior to anything in the European or American arsenal. The Indians’ lack of immunity to Old World diseases helped bring an end to New World civilizations.
III.  
The Demographic Results of the Invasions: Wars, both those fought directly with Europeans and those instigated between Indian tribes by Europeans, disease, and alcohol resulted in the rapid reduction of Indian population, estimated at as high as 100,000,000 in 1490. Because of the limited information available about pre-Columbian and colonial populations, scholars disagree concerning population estimates and population decline. Only a few examples of Indian population decline are given here (Dobyns, p. 1).
A.
North America
1.
Thirty epidemics reduced the Indian population of Texas, estimated at 
50,000 before 1820, by more than 75 percent (John C. Ewers, “The Influence of Epidemics on the Indian Population and Cultures of Texas.” Plains Anthropologist (1973) 18:104-15, as cited in Dobyne, pp. 34-35).
2.
Disease reduced the Indian population in the Northwest by more than 80 percent before migration along the Oregon Trail even began (Leslie M. Stott, “Indian Diseases as Aids to Pacific Northwest Settlement.” Oregon Historical Quarterly, (1928) 29:144-61, as cited in Dobyns, p. 36).
3.
The birthrate among mission Indians in California dropped 13 percent while the death rate rose 15 percent (Sherburne Friend Cook, The Conflict Between the California Indian and White Civilization:  I.  The Indian Versus the Spanish Mission. Ibero-Americana: 21. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1943, as cited in Dobyns, p. 37).
4.
Disease reduced the Baja California Indian population from approximately 50,000 to 4,000 between 1697 and 1773 (Cook, The Extent and Significance of Disease Among the Indians of Baja California, 1697-1773. Ibero-Americana: University of California Press, 1937, as cited in Dobyns, p. 38).
B.
Mesoamerica: In 1490 Mesoamerica contained an estimated 30,000,000 
inhabitants. Within fifty years after Cortes’s arrival in Mexico, the area’s Indian population had fallen by 90 percent. By 1620 the Indian population was only 5 percent of what it had been before the arrival of the Spaniards (Woodrow Borah, “America as Model: The Demographic Impact of European Expansion upon the Non-European World,” Actas y Memorias del XXXV Congresso Internacional de Americanistas (Mexico 1964), 11111, 379-87, as cited in McNeill, p. 204).
1.
The number of Mixteca Altas fell from more than 600,000 before the conquest to 30,000 in the l660s (Cook, and Woodrow W. Borah, The Population of the Mixteca Alta, 1520-1960. Ibero-Americana: 50. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968, as cited in Dobyns, p. 42).
2.
Between 1519 and 1600 the population of Tlaxcala, Mexico, dropped from 300,000 to 100,000 (Robert A. Halberstein, Michael H. Crawford, and Hugo Nutini, “Historical-Demographic Analyses of Indian Populations in Tlaxcala, Mexico.” Social Biology 20:40-50, as cited in Dobyns, p. 42).
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